as for a dramatist and his now 'ghoulish public', on 8 April 1895 he wrote to Edmund Gosse:
Yes, too, it has been, it is, hideously, atrociously dramatic & really interesting -so far as one can say that of a thing of which the interest is qualified by such a sickening horribility. It is the squalid gratuitousness of it all -of the mere exposure -that blurs the spectacle. But the fallfrom nearly 20 years of a really unique kind of 'brilliant' conspicuity (wit, 'art,' conversation -'one of our 2 or 3 dramatists &c,') to that sordid prison-cell & this gulf of obscenity over which the ghoulish public hangs & gloats -it is beyond any utterance of irony or any pang of compassion! He was never in the smallest degree interesting to mebut this hideous human history has made him so -in a manner. 5 The novelist would also report that Wilde's fall could provide material for art. Writing to Alphonse Daudet on 10 November 1895, James passed on 'des nouvelles du pitoyable Wilde', his collapse under the regime of hard labour in Pentonville Prison. James had this news from an unnamed friend, whom Philip Horne identifies 'almost certainly' as Robert Burdon Haldane, the 'homme politique' who would persuade the Home Secretary to have Wilde transferred to HM Prison Reading. Haldane reported to James that he had found in Wilde 'aucune faculté résistante ni récupérative', and the author who would resist and recover from the disaster of Guy Domville's opening on 6 January 1895, the same night An Ideal Husband opened, then added: 'S'il l'avait, seulement, cette faculté, quel chef d'oeuvre il pourrait faire encore!' 6 Wilde claims to have had his first thought for the last completed work to be published during his lifetime while in the dock of the Old Bailey.
proposition that 'each man kills the thing he loves'. 9 In November or December 1879, Wilde had written a sonnet called 'Portia' (dedicated to Ellen Terry, then performing the part), whose sestet embroils him in the plot of the play's trial scene:
Yet fairer when with wisdom as your shield The sober-suited lawyer's gown you donned, And would not let the laws of Venice yield Antonio's heart to that accursed Jew -O Portia! take my heart: it is thy due: I think I will not quarrel with the Bond.
( p. 121) 10 In painful retrospect, Wilde had, like 'that accursed Jew' of conventional vilification, gone to the law unwisely to seek redress. He then had the law turned upon him by the 'sober-suited' wisdom of the not cross-dressing lawyer Sir Edward Carson, to the playwright's banishment and humiliation. Even Shylock being obliged to convert to Christianity has its analogy in the expectation that the convict should 'reform' in the aftermath of his sentence. 11 If Wilde recalled his sonnet, it would not have been a further instance of self-plagiarism, but rather an artist finding that events have compelled him to see earlier work with a suddenly transvalued hindsight. 'Experience is the name every one gives to their mistakes', as Wilde's aphorism emerges from the mouth of Mr Dumby in Lady Windermere's Fan.
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Living with hindsight, something many of us attempt, means acting in the light of an imagined retrospect that would foresee the consequences of present actions. Yet surely no one, not Haldane, James, or its author at that moment in the dock, could have predicted that a sufficient degree of resistance and recuperation, as well as his transfer from London prisons to a place close to Goring, Bracknell, and the Chilterns, would result in his final 'chef d'oeuvre' being The Ballad of Reading Gaol.
II
Its poet's compatriot and acquaintance, W. B. Yeats, doubted whether the poem was a 'chef d'oeuvre', or only 'almost' one, when proudly stating in his introduction to The Oxford Book of Modern Verse (1936) that he had 'stood in judgement upon Wilde, bringing into light a great, or almost great poem, as he himself had done had he lived; my work gave me that privilege'. Yeats is doubtless conscious in his phrasing that this was not the first time someone had 'stood in judgement upon Wilde', nor would it be the last, if his trials include those of the works and their posthumous reputation. Nor has this compulsion to judge him ceased, even with the renewed critical attention that occurred around the centenary of his downfall and imprisonment, even if hindsight was then intent on reversing the decision. Justifying the removal even of so famous a line as 'Yet each man kills the thing he loves', Yeats would write:
Now that I have plucked from the Ballad of Reading Gaol its foreign feathers it shows a stark realism akin to that of Thomas Hardy, the contrary to all its author deliberately sought. I plucked out even famous lines because, effective in themselves, put into the Ballad they become artificial, trivial, arbitrary; a work of art can have but one subject.
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Yet Wilde had partly sought Hardy's realism, while simultaneously believing with Yeats that 'a work of art can have but one subject'. Writing to Robert Ross in October 1897, he admitted that his not yet published The Ballad of Reading Gaol 'suffers under the difficulty of a divided aim in style. Some is realistic, some is romantic: some poetry, some propaganda. I feel it keenly, but as a whole I think the production interesting: that it is interesting from more points of view than one is artistically to be regretted.'
14 He underlined its trafficking with vulgar realities and propagandistic balladry in a letter to Edward Strangman, describing himself as 'out-Henleying Kipling'. 14 Wilde, Letters, p. 654. See also: 'there is a terrible moral in Dorian Gray -a moral which the prurient will not be able to find in it, but which will be revealed to all whose minds are healthy. Is this an artistic error? I fear it is. It is the only error in the book ' (ibid., pp. 430-1) . 15 Ibid., p. 916. See also 'The Critic as Artist': 'As one turns over the pages of his Plain Tales from the Hills, one feels as if one were seated under a palm-tree reading life by superb flashes of vulgarity': The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde, vol. iv: Criticism: To understand the dividedness of Wilde's poem requires us to appreciate its aesthetic principle, the single point of view, which forms the evaluative contrast to his regrettably multiple-viewpointed production, and to see it captured in earlier poems that Yeats retrospectively characterised from the position of a young man 'struggling for expression' who would feel 'contempt for the poetry of Oscar Wilde, considering it an exaggeration of every Victorian fault '. 16 Though commenting on passages that are 'artificial, trivial, arbitrary', including the assertion that 'each man kills the thing he loves', the Nobel laureate nevertheless began his redaction with Wilde's opening stanza:
He did not wear his scarlet coat, For blood and wine are red, And blood and wine were on his hands
When they found him with the dead, The poor dead woman whom he loved And murdered in her bed.
( p. 195)
Two details are inaccurate in this report on Charles Thomas Wooldridge's murder of his wife, Laura Ellen Wooldridge. Confined to Reading Gaol on 30 March 1896, he was condemned to death on 18 June, then hanged and interred in quicklime within the walls of the prison on 7 July 1896 -events alluded to in Wilde's dedication: 'In Memoriam / C.T.W.' The first inaccuracy is that he didn't 'wear his scarlet coat' then, or at any time, because the uniform of his regiment was blue; the second that his wife was not 'murdered in her bed', but had her throat slit three times either on the threshold of the house she had, after fifteen difficult months of marriage, requested him not to visit again, or, as is also reported, on the road near their home.
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The first of these matters was aired on 7 July 1980, when an article in The Times by Garrett Anderson reports Wilde as saying: 'I could hardly have written, "He did not wear his azure coat, for wine and blood are blue" '. The exigencies of rhyme ('red', 'dead', 'bed') could also explain the removal of Laura's body from street to house. In the passage from De Profundis where he describes himself as standing 'in symbolic relations to the art and culture of my age', Wilde claimed he had 'altered the minds of men and the colours of things '. 19 That the detail of the scarlet coat folds so symbolically into the blood and wine of Christian sacrifice, while the murder taking place in 'her bed' adds conveniently to the theme of sexual jealousy motivating the crime, underline problems of art and untruth in Wilde's work, threads that he spun in the dialogic polemics of 'The Decay of Lying'. W. E. Henley, who didn't like being out-Henleyed, took issue with the 'red' of the wine, by another parodying rewrite -'are privates in the Guards in the habit of spreeing on burgundy' -adding that '"His hands were wet with beer and blood" would have made as good a line as C. 3.3 has made'. 20 But as Wilde asserted in De Profundis: 'to truth itself I gave what is false no less than what is true as its rightful province, and showed that the false and the true are merely forms of intellectual existence. I treated art as the supreme reality and life as a mere mode of fiction.'
21 Yet whether those two inaccuracies in The Ballad of Reading Gaol are falsehoods is to be decided, while his fate during 1895 would have given him reason enough to encounter reality without art, life without fiction, and to doubt the extent to which he had 'altered the minds' of some men at least.
Wilde became aware, while adjusting his poem for publication, that the colour of Wooldridge's uniform might prove a problem. To its publisher Leonard Smithers on possibly 10 December 1897 from Posilippo, near Naples, he wrote:
As regards the dedication: I wish to introduce the fact of his having been a Guardsman. He was, I believe, in the Second Life Guards (Blues), so it would run:
In The published poem has him belonging to the Royal Horse Guards, called the Blues after their uniform. Wilde's letter wavers uneasily between a doubt about the factual basis of his poem, the artistic or aesthetic requirement not to alter his poetic detail (as if recalling the boast in De Profundis that he had altered the colour of things), the insistent subjectivity of asserting that 'to me his uniform was red', and then the mistaken belief that his subjectivity coincides, as it does not, with the truth of things. Reading these comments from his letter throws Wilde's earlier observations about costume in 'The Truth of Masks' into sharp relief. Discussing the use of historically accurate costume in the theatre, he notes:
Archeological accuracy is merely a condition of illusionist stage effect; it is not its quality. And Lord Lytton's proposal that the dresses should merely be beautiful without being accurate is founded on a misapprehension of the nature of costume, and of its value on the stage. This value is twofold, picturesque and dramatic; the former depends on the colour of the dress, the latter on its design and character. But so interwoven are the two that, whenever in our own day historical accuracy has been discarded, and the various dresses in a play taken from different ages, the result has been that the stage has been turned into that chaos of costume, that caricature of the centuries, the Fancy Dress Ball, to the entire ruin of all dramatic and picturesque effect. For the dresses of one age do not artistically harmonize with the dresses of another; and, as far as dramatic value goes, to confuse the costumes is to confuse the play.
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Wilde's 'dramatic and picturesque effect' in The Ballad of Reading Gaol is served by the 'scarlet' of the uniform, but it discards historical accuracy and may confuse by weakening the truth of his poem. Though he excuses anachronism (Shakespeare's putting 'Aristotle' into the mouth of Hector) and error (Hugo's acknowledged mistaking of rouge for gueules in heraldry), 24 writes that 'accuracy is merely a condition of illusionistic stage effect' and 'not its quality': 'the aesthetic value of Shakespeare's plays does not, in the slightest degree, depend on their facts, but on their Truth, and Truth is independent of the facts always, inventing or selecting them at pleasure'. Exaggerating for effect, Wilde immediately alters tack by adding that 'still Shakespeare's use of facts is a most interesting part of his method of work '. 26 Nevertheless, this concession draws attention to the playwright's inventing or selecting facts in the interests of truth. The relation of fact to truth is not straightforward, and depends upon their not being thought the same thing. Wilde plays with the idea that in art facts and truth have nothing to do with each other, but there are many kinds of independence of a more relational kind by which two terms are distinct but interrelated. It is perfectly possible to lie and deceive by means of a careful selection of misleading facts. But it is difficult to imagine something being entirely true which flies in the face of all facts. The verbs that conventionally go with these nouns also speak volumes, for we are requested to state the facts, but to tell the truth. Wilde invented the 'fact' of the coat's colour for the sake of his poem, it not being a mere mistake because he was aware of the problem before publication. He had written: 'the anachronisms are really few in number, and not very important, and, had Shakespeare's attention been drawn to them by a brother artist, he would probably have corrected them'. He adds that while they can hardly be called 'blemishes'; they are not among the 'great beauties of his work', and, tellingly, that 'their anachronistic charm cannot be emphasized unless the play is accurately mounted according to its proper date.'
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Even if a work of art's truth is not fatally flawed by an incidental error of fact, nevertheless, the truth of art depends upon a background expectation of factual accuracy even for its charming inconsistencies to be noticed. 28 So, in art, it would seem, the 'truth' of the scarlet coat flies in the face of the facts, even though the fact of the blue uniform may need to be known to make that artistic 'truth' visible. But did Wilde know the facts of the murder case involving Wooldridge? And would he have cared to adjust that part of his poem had he known? It seems unlikely, given what he says about the colour of the coat or when defending lines presenting the 'shivering Chaplain robed in white' and the Governor 'all in shiny black' with 'the yellow face of Doom ' ( p. 197) : 'The only people I have libelled in the poem are the Reading warders. They were -most of them -as good as possible to me. But to poetry all must be sacrificed, even warders.' 29 Defending his poem against libel anxieties from the Chiswick Press, who printed the first edition, he admits to misrepresenting only those who would and could not take his printer to court, suggesting conditions to what might be sacrificed in poetry for the sake of its truth.
In the final stanza to Wilde's poem, one Yeats does not include in his conflation, we find again the poem's most famous assertion, a statement that may not be true either:
And all men kill the thing they love, By all let this be heard, Some do it with a bitter look, Some with a flattering word, The coward does it with a kiss,
The brave man with a sword! ( p. 216)
These lines are interpreted by Regenia Gagnier as referring not only to 'the love that dare not speak its name': 'The taboo against homosexual love and, as in C.T.W.'s case, against any love whose fruits were not sanctioned by the state, rendered such love destructive: just as it rendered the lovers enemies, each potentially capable of causing the social downfall of the other', and she concludes that therefore 'the only honest love, and the most profound, would be open destruction in the face of society'. 30 Yet Gagnier's claim about the legal enforcement of taboos is blurred by her comparison with the jealous wife-murder -the fruit, presumably, not sanctioned by the state in that case. Wilde universalises his assertion and would have everyone accept the truth that 'all men kill the thing they love', 'By each let this be heard'. But his polemic against capital punishment appeared confused to an anonymous American reviewer in June 1899: 'Is it, that the homicide who suffered in Reading Gaol was no more death-worthy, though with actual blood upon his hands, than are the thousands who do not thus suffer, although they (morally speaking) may "kill the thing they love"?' That readers don't ask if it is true that each and every man kills the thing he loves and the coward, like Judas, does it with a kiss, the brave man with a sword, suggests that they take the poem to be referring only to others' loves, loves that have collided with legal constraints, whether justified or not. With hindsight we can see that the 1885 Labouchère Amendment to the 1865 Act outlawing 'gross indecency' between men was unjust and needed repealing. Parts of the American legal system and many British citizens still don't believe that intentional murder should not incur the death penalty. Yet, none of us, I think, would put forward a case for the decriminalisation of uxoricide. These reflections only add to perplexity about how to respond to the poem's close. The stanza about the Judas kiss and the brave man's sword could look to be complicit with charges of prejudicial 'effeminacy' -by pointedly contrasting Wooldridge with Alfred Douglas.
32 Yet the truth of the murder case doesn't place the soldier in the position of such a 'heroic' killing, though it might indicate what outre-Manche would be called a crime passionnel, while what links them in their abusive relationships also divides them in that Laura and Wilde were the immediate victims. The trooper, subject to extreme sexual jealousy, had procured the razor before going to visit his wife in their house near Windsor, suggesting premeditated intent. Are we meant to see the poem's dedicatee as brave in cutting his wife's throat, poetically 'in bed' and with 'a knife, because', unlike the incarcerated, the 'dead so soon grow cold ' ( p. 196) ?
Though the 'central idea, half, but not more than half, a paradox' 33 that Wilde employs as the ending to his poem does not have the wittily exaggerated truth of his memorable aphorisms, this doesn't make those statements lies, for the fundamental requirement of the lie, even the little white one, is that it intends to deceive. So how then do these different fallings away from truth in the first and last stanzas of Wilde's poem appear in the light of the polemic for artistic licence in 'The Decay of Lying' (1891)? What's more, can Wilde's consistently inconsistent utterances and the volatility of his attitudes to people and ideas be seen as the expression of a consistent strategy? Or may they be understood as the efforts of someone intent on exposing hypocrisies and falsities with which his own inconsistencies and selfcontradictions are inevitably complicit? Would Wilde have been so casual about the coat's hue had he been wearing it? James McNeill Whistler accused him, in the aftermath of the latter's 1883 lecture to students at the Royal Academy, of being as slapdash about clothing and painting as he was exquisite and evanescent effects, when common things are touched with mystery and transfigured with beauty, when the warehouses become as palaces, and the tall chimneys of the factory seem like campaniles in the silver air'. 36 As Vivian says of London smog in 'The Decay of Lying': 'people see fogs' because 'poets and painters have taught them the mysterious loveliness of such effects' and, as if to tell a lie, that they 'did not exist till Art had invented them '. 37 There are three reasons, though, why this last is not a lie either: first, because it is not intending to deceive; second, because 'as reviewers of Intentions pointed out, it threatens to collapse into a reasonable proposition', for no one 'denies that culture conditions our way of seeing'; 38 and, third, because the scientific arts of man that Wilde was opposing in 'The Decay of Lying' did invent those London fogs -an idea Ruskin had asserted some five years earlier in his two lectures The Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century (1884). At the time, Ruskin's argument was thought an outrageous exaggeration, differing from Vivian's attitude not in its implausibility, but in its earnestness. The difference is significant: outrageously exaggerated manifest 'lies' are a commonly used form of truth-telling, as can be seen in the assertion that 'In fact the whole of Japan is a pure invention. There is no such country, there are no such people' 39 -where the truth lies in its stated implication that Japan and the Japanese should be understood as, in their humanity, no more nor less artistic than ourselves. The remark is, in fact, a sensible caution against the cult of Japonisme. Similarly, and with hindsight, we can see that what both Ruskin and Wilde said about smog was and is true. Wilde will have read Ruskin's lecture, and may have been borrowing from it for what he pretends to be an outrageous impossibility so as to insinuate a better way of thinking about relations between art and nature which had long been troubled, much to Ruskin's disgust, by our activities beyond any plain distinction between God's and our works.
Of the common things not 'lost in exquisite and evanescent effects' but, rather, made to stand out in the fog, is the prostitute of Wilde's final verse, that 'one pale woman all alone' with her 'lips of flame and heart of stone'. The attributes of this figure are both clichéd and ambivalent, so that her having a 'heart of stone' may be transvalued by our sympathy. She's not hard-hearted, perhaps, but obliged to be so by the profession in which she 36 The is caught. 40 Still, the poem's final note is decisively uncertain, and that too matches, on a meaning level, the 'exquisite and evanescent' mistiness of a Whistler 'étude'. Wilde's homage to the American painter is also competitive for, as he writes in his review of 'Mr Whistler's Ten o'Clock': 'The poet is the supreme artist, for he is the master of colour and of form, and the real musician besides, and is lord over all life and all arts; and so to the poet beyond all others are these mysteries known; to Edgar Allan Poe and to Baudelaire, not to Benjamin West and Paul Delaroche.' 41 This remark is aimed at Whistler's assertion that only painters should judge of painting, an after-effect of the Ruskin-Whistler trial of November 1878 in which artwork, artist, critic, public, paint-pot, and the legal system were placed at odds in the interests of a contested idea of intrinsic value, whose outcome was a temporary defeat for art in the awarding of that farthing's-worth of damages. 42 In the year of Wilde's graduation from Oxford, the value of these aesthetic effects of harmony, in a picture of fireworks at night, its spots of colour on a contrasting ground, prompted Whistler's riposte in court regarding the labour value of his production, the price asked being not for two days' labour but for 'knowledge I have gained in the work of a lifetime'. ' ( p. 199) . These colour values are one attempt at an artistic unity, including a focal highlight, the scarlet lips of the prostitute amidst the fog in 'Impression du Matin' echoed in the trooper's said-to-be-scarlet coat, and the grey colour of his prison uniform.
In the second stanza of the Ballad, Trooper Wooldridge is pictured taking exercise while still awaiting his trial for murder. His 'scarlet coat' is contrasted with his prison uniform, grey with black arrows, including a 'cricket cap' that is the large-visor hat 45 prisoners were required to wear to make it more difficult for them to see and communicate (the latter a punishable offence) with those around them:
He walked amongst the Trial Men
In the suit of shabby grey; A cricket cap was on his head, And his step seemed light and gay; But I never saw a man who looked So wistfully at the day. ( p. 195) Wooldridge gave himself up, and was intent on being executed for his crime. His wistfulness may reflect more his amorous regrets than fear of judicial death. The colour scheme of the Ballad includes this running contrast between red and grey, in the colour of the prison uniforms and other surroundings, so that the scarlet and the red stand out as either sins or their punishments, for while 'neither milk-white rose nor red | May bloom in prison-air' ( p. 211), at the same time 'I knew that somewhere in the world | God's dreadful dawn was red' ( p. 206).
IV
Lawrence Danson believes it difficult not to read Wilde's Intentions (1891) with hindsight, and so read the work awry:
In The Picture of Dorian Gray, a book that never describes an act of physical intimacy between men, many readers think they recognize a particular notion of homosexual identity. The dialogues and essays of Intentions are threaded with remarks that echo in the light of the events of four years later. Its concern with relations between fact and fiction, truth and fact, art and criticism, sin, crime, beauty, and truth is backlit by the consequences of his decision to go to court against the Marquis of Queensbury, the collapse of that trial and the subsequent Crown prosecutions against Wilde himself. Yet there are, then, at least two degrees of hindsight that come into play: not only can we not fail to read the observations made by Gilbert and Ernest in the light of what would soon happen to their author, but we read that in relation to what has evolved in the British legal system's position on homosexual acts, and on the relative, still partial, social acceptance of same-sex relationships. 'The Critic as Artist' comments on such evolutions of cultural value and hindsight:
If we lived long enough to see the results of our actions it may be that those who call themselves good would be sickened with a dull remorse, and those whom the world calls evil stirred by a noble joy. Each little thing that we do passes into the great machine of life which may grind our virtues to powder and make them worthless, or transform our sins 46 Danson, Wilde's Intentions, p. 9. Reading Wilde homosexually cannot have been so post facto or anachronistic. Early reviews of Dorian Gray allude to the Cleveland Street scandal. Wilde edited his novel between magazine and book publication with such readings in mind. I owe this, and other advice on this essay, to Peter Stoneley. 47 Danson, Wilde's Intentions, p. 29.
into elements of a new civilization, more marvellous and more splendid than any that has gone before.
48
The impact of Nietzsche could lie behind this, and it may have come true, in a certain light, that Wilde's sins now figure the promise of a more understanding culture, as regards the varieties of possible sexual life. But that would be too simplified, not least because what Gilbert says is merely that progress depends upon the unpredictable transformation of values, but what makes a culture more splendid might point to the maintenance and support of values including moral ones already present in that society (as in the Christianity of both De Profundis and the Ballad) about which this passage has nothing overtly to say.
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Gilbert claims that 'It is well for our vanity that we slay the criminal, for if we suffered him to live he might show us what we had gained by his crime.' 50 Normality and sexual deviance, monogamy and prostitution are implicit in this assertion growing out of reflections on the Magdalen and Lucrece, and the view that sex workers protected the virtue of married women. Yet, as regards The Ballad of Reading Gaol, what social gain from his crime does the execution of Charles Thomas Wooldridge conceal from us? Even here, the extension to us all of the assertion that 'all men kill the thing they love' might justify leniency as regards the sentence for wife-murder, but wouldn't condone it. Perhaps Wooldridge could be considered, rather, one of the semi-fictitious props in another of Wilde's performances, a prop not unlike Wainewright the poisoner, or characters in his fictions such as the boy actor Willie Hughes or Dorian Gray.
Yet such a possibility raises the Petrarchan difficulty apropos of his Laura -far from irrelevant to the critical history of Shakespeare's sonnetsregarding what happens to historical persons when they are made the object of a poem's evocations. Defending Dorian Gray, Wilde had pointed out that the 'function of the artist is to invent, not to chronicle. There are no such people.' 51 Even if the Rhymers' Club poet John Gray was one model for Wilde's eponymous character, in this case too he is not lying. Yet his phrasing reminds us that, like the Japanese, who did and do exist, so, contrasting with the unnamed governor, chaplain, hangman, and warders in 48 Wilde, Complete Works, iv. 147. 49 Wilde cannot have read Nietzsche's 'On Truth and Lies in an Extra-Moral Sense' (1873). Though circulated in a fair copy, it was only posthumously published. However, Beyond Good and Evil (1886) and On the Genealogy of Morals (1887) In referring disparagingly to the divided aims of The Ballad of Reading Gaol, Wilde had stooped to moralise his song, and then, at least partially, regretted it; but it is the artistic impurity of his poem that grants it its tortured and tortuous force, and it is this mixture of aims that points it towards the poetry of the coming century, making Wilde's Whistlerian poems such as 'Impression du Matin' merely one of the colours in the palette of modern and modernist poetry. 53 This is among the paradoxes in Yeats's anthologising the Ballad in 1936. For by locating it, in an edited-down version, with Pater's prose poem on the Mona Lisa, which Yeats had lineated as free verse, he rightly places it as part of the founding materials for poetry's future developments; but by editing out the more fin-de-siècle flourishes, and turning it into something resembling a Hardyesque realist ballad, he lessens the inner tensions of style and purpose that would be enlarged upon to near breaking point in the aesthetic and cultural commitments of, for instance, T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land. Rather than criticising Wilde's poem for its near-greatness, or objecting to its willingness to ignore a fact about a regimental uniform in the interests of a symbolic colour scheme, I would see its compromised performance as at the heart of Wilde's value -for if the mask doesn't slip, its truth cannot be glimpsed. The truth of a provocative artist is in what is provoked; but since that cannot by definition be controlled, this truth will be volatile and subject to levels of retrospective revision in the hindsight of his own life, and his evolving posthumous reputation.
Since the truth, not pure and never simple, is something that we tell, it is unavoidably linked to acts and to doing. Even in 'The Critic as Artist' what Wilde calls 'doing nothing' is still 'doing', and the attempt to exemplify nothing-but-contemplation in a pose is itself doomed, for even to contemplate is to do. Action, in however minimal a form, is an aspect of 52 Prison officials in The Ballad of Reading Gaol can be identified and named, hence the fear of libel and Wilde's argument that his figures are generic abstractions, the colour of Governor Isaacson's complexion being not 'yellow' but 'mulberry'. Wilde, Letters, p. 983. 53 T. S. Eliot adapted Wilde's 'yellow fog' that 'came creeping down' into the 'yellow fog that rubs its back ', Collected Poems 1909 -1962 (London 1963 time-bound existence. This relational contrast of doing and contemplating may have the air of a pre-emptive strike against the criminal acts of which Wilde would be found guilty. The pun in to 'act' and to 'perform' is relevant here, both being truer representations of what it is to live than the harsher contrast (used to pirouette upon) in 'to be' and 'to do'. In 'The Portrait of Mr W.H.', Wilde writes of 'all Art being to a certain degree a mode of acting, an attempt to realise one's own personality' then 'to censure an artist for a forgery was to confuse an ethical with an aesthetical problem'. 54 But to say this involves being deaf to what 'acting' also means, for to pretend is also and always really to do something, and really to do something even on a stage is to combine the ethical and the aesthetical in a single (though complex) action -which allows Wittgenstein's remark, first penned a mere twenty years after Wilde's trial, a further range of implication: 'Ethics and aesthetics are one.'
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Danson addresses this issue by noting how the supposedly separate spheres of ethics and aesthetics cannot be kept apart: 'repeatedly, in his letters and in "The Critic as Artist", the separate spheres merge (as they must) when art's superiority to morals becomes, itself, a moral issue'. 56 The slide here from 'the separation of art from ethics to preserve the privileged space of Art' to 'art's superiority to morals' is itself a plummet from a 'sphere' of thought and conceptualisation ('ethics'), to a particular set of values and standards in a historical moment, to 'morals'. Aesthetics can be on a level, can be 'one', with ethics, but not with 'morals' -a word which in this case is referring to the attitudes of the period to homosexuality, ones enshrined in the law that was used to destroy Wilde. 'Ethics', as a sphere, includes the values and thoughts that can be employed to deplore the Labouchère Amendment, the conduct of the legal profession and the government in Wilde's trials, and the regime as enforced by some of its staff at HM Prison Reading in the 1890s. What's more, ethics and aesthetics do not suddenly merge when art is employed to criticise morals, for the possibility that Wilde might attempt such a thing in his poem means that they could not have, strictly, been separate in the first place. They are 'one' in that they both engage in and require evaluative judgement focused on words naturally used in the supposed spheres, words such as 'good' and 'fair'. 'beauty' and 'truth' are not synonyms, their related language overlaps and can be discriminated in innumerable situations. It is why a poem such as The Ballad of Reading Gaol can contain both truths and untruths, be at different points beautiful, ugly to good effect, and exaggeratedly garish -as in the case of the scarlet coat.
Danson also notes that 'in 1890/1 Wilde was talking to journalists, and in 1895 he was talking to the judge; for neither of them was the argument from separate spheres even comprehensible'.
57 Yet while his argument may be comprehensible, it is not true; so I might appear to be on the side of those prosecuting Wilde. Rather, what I am objecting to in the 'separate spheres' argument is the exceptionalism it asserts, something that I take to be fatal to its own position as an implicit criticism of life -a criticism that requires a truth claim in its appeal -linking Dorian Gray to Zola in that they are both accusing their society of self-deception as regards the reality of sexual desire and its enactment in the social realm of child and other prostitutions, female sexuality, and homosexuality. If art is immune to the criticisms that it would level at others, then it can't level them. In the 1891 preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray, Wilde asserts that 'There is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written or badly written. That is all.' 58 But of course that is not all, not because books are in any essential sense moral or immoral (again, Wilde is defending himself and his work against the standards of his time); rather, by referring to them as 'well' or 'badly' written he is obliging them to undergo evaluation and judgement in the light of something done, of actions undertaken, and if these are 'good' or 'bad', then they cannot exclude questions about the values that support those judgements, values that cannot be kept clear of the ethical, though not necessarily of 'morals' in its strictly period sense. Wilde's problem is that he can't have art as both a criticism of life and as something aloof from it, for to be aloof is to lay it open to standards of criticism that it would itself have to accept.
Wilde asserts: 'Socialism, Communism, or whatever one chooses to call it, by converting private property to public wealth, and substituting cooperation for competition, will restore society to its proper condition of a thoroughly healthy organism, and ensure the material well-being of every member of the community. What hindsight further reveals is that the value of Wilde's oeuvre and his example is inextricable from its truth to a range of experience that his society was only willing to contemplate in titillating, comically perverse glimpses. As a complexly adversarial artist with an urgent need to be commercially successful, Wilde's performance is a perpetual 'revolt into style', where the former involves a rejection of his society's idea of a conventional life, and the latter tries to reproduce it as a commodity performance, one which nevertheless attempts to preserve the frisson of the actual revolt in the 'harmless' parody of it.
61 Among Wilde's trials was his having his style stripped away, as symbolically for thirty minutes from two to half-past on the platform at Clapham Junction while being transferred to Reading on 21 November 1895, so that the revolt could be revealed and punished. He can be thought to have connived in his downfall, because it cashed out the meaning of his style in its revolt against the society in which he was compelled to perform and be consumed. This is why his concern was the truth of masks, not the truth of masks. The latter was his defence, but the former was his intent, and the Ballad also points out how constraining the obligation to don a mask can be. The warders cannot ask Wooldridge why 'he was glad | The hangman's hand was near', for each of them 'Must set a lock upon his lips, | And make his face a mask ' ( p. 201). 62 Bernard Williams observed in passing of Oscar Wilde:
The honour that despises deceit represents a form of self-sufficiency; a capacity not to have to worry about the accommodations that deceit can secure. But the feeling that one must be open with others can itself 61 Wilde was a 'conformist rebel' according to the subtitle of Norbert Kohl's 1989 study. T. S. Eliot had said of Tennyson that he was 'the most instinctive rebel against the society in which he was the most perfect conformist' in 'In Memoriam': Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot, ed. Frank Kermode (London 1975) p. 246. Similar things might be said of all artists who wish to criticise their society and have their criticisms widely heard.
62 Symons underlined this in his review: 'it has worn and looked behind so many masks that there is nothing left desirable in illusion': Wilde: The Critical Heritage, p. 219. be seen as a need, as expressing fear or indignity, and noble selfsufficiency may then take the form of defeating people's expectations, of being unhelpfully misleading or ironical, or deploying masks. The man who is for others, on this line of thought, is no-one in particular. A predominant emphasis on the motivations of a self-sufficient nobility in relation to Sincerity, and equally this style of reversing them, are most naturally rooted in hierarchical or aristocratic societies, or, again, in association with a very highly cultured aesthetic. (We may recall Oscar Wilde's remark that all bad poetry is the product of genuine feeling.) 63 Strictly speaking, the feeling, genuine or not, that prompted The Ballad of Reading Gaol is evanescent. What matters is whether in reading the poem we are convinced. The jury is likely to be out a long time on whether 'genuine feeling' helps or hinders art in being convincing. Williams's scenario nonetheless accounts for why Wilde was caught between 'the accommodations that deceit can secure' and the 'self-sufficient nobility' that would require him to dispense with them. In a further twist, what Henry James called Wilde's 'drollery', his '"cheeky" paradoxical wit' could be 'unhelpfully misleading or ironical' and simultaneously the tacit expression of an independence from that need to deceive whose words would challenge his society to be more understanding of others than it then dared.
'A Truth in art is that whose contradictory is also true', Wilde further claimed. 64 His remark in 'The Truth of Masks' has at least two applications that make it less outrageous an assertion than might at first appear. The first and quite familiar, relevant to the Shakespeare who is the piece's main subject, and underlining the 'truth in art', is that the drama arises from the interplay of assertions and counter-assertions which both have expressive and explanatory force, revealing through their conflicted workings out further truths to complex experience. The second, emphasising the 'truth in art', is that the truth expressed in aesthetic values always needs to be argued for and provided with rational justification. The same arrangements of colour and form, sound and shape, can carry contradictory values depending on the purposes they are put to, and the arguments made regarding them. This is not 'a matter of taste', but what the artwork in its material existence can be understood to mean. It may thus be legitimately understood to express contradictory truths, with conflicting values, each of which can be appreciated in its logic even by those who prefer one or the other. 
